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"The Noble Races of Aveyron" 

Messieurs, I have the honor today of placing before the eyes of the Society 
some specimens chosen randomly from four series of Aveyronian skulls which I 
have recently donated to our museum, where you may study them in extenso. 

These four series of skulls originating from Aveyron are as follows: 

The first, encompassing prehistoric times, is composed of skulls dating from 
the era of caves, dolmens, etc.; 

The second dates from the Gallo-Roman period; 

The third is comprised of 130 skulls gathered by me from an old sepulcher 
located in the city of Rodez. This sepulcher, it is believed, was built in the Middle 
Ages; it is characterized by the presence of very small earthen vessels of which in 
my shipment many samples have been placed near the skulls that they were found 
close to and which might permit us to determine the date of inhumation. 

The fourth series is formed of a completely modern ossuary, having belonged 
to a rural parish in the environs of Rodez, and which I have succeeded in 
procuring, not without great difficulties; only the love of science provided me the 
will of having dared such an undertaking. Added to the pieces originating from this 
ossuary are several others, also extracted from modern rural tombs, which have 
been offered to the Society by another Aveyronian, our colleague Doctor Albespy. 
This series contains about 60 skulls. 

You will be struck, messieurs, by two things: first, by the uniformity of type 
uniting all the subjects making up each of these series; secondly, by the profound 
difference that separates the cranial type of our modern rural population from that 
of both the urban population of Rodez of the Middle Ages and all the earlier 
populations of the region. I must here express my regret that my collection (which 
I have not given up from completing later on) presents an important gap; that is, it 
needs to be made complete with the inclusion of a series of rural skulls dating from 
various periods of the Middle Ages. 

All the Aveyronian prehistoric skulls are dolichocephalic, their cephalic index 
varying from 76 to 78; each skull's contour is quite harmonious, the lines smooth, 
but all these skulls are inferior. Some of them are very large, particularly those 
found in certain caves. The occiput is very developed in each. 



All the Gallo-Roman period skulls are likewise dolichocephalic, but they 
possess greater height than the preceding, and some of them (those found within 
the walls of Rodez) appreciably surpass in volume the average of the prehistoric 
ones. The contours of these skulls are also very good-looking. 

The ensemble of skulls of the third series (Middle Ages period urban 
population of Rodez) is divided between those that are dolichocephalic and the rest 
which turn out to be mesocephalic. Certain ones are remarkable for their large 
volume. The occipital protuberance is pronounced in all of them. Additionally, 
they have very regular curves. The cephalic index ranges from 77 to 82. 

All the skulls of the fourth series are brachycephalic, with their cephalic index 
never falling below 83, while it goes up as far as 90. These skulls are further 
conspicuous by a great height of the vertex, by the width of the frontal region, by a 
complete effacement of the occiput, and by the unevenness of the surface. This 
cranial type is, moreover, entirely like that which has been ascertained by many 
thousands of cephalometric measurements taken by me on the people living today 
in Aveyron; these measurements, incidentally, appeared in the analytic tables that I 
prepared and displayed at the last Paris Universal Exposition. 

It results from this comparative examination that the human population 
that one observes today in Aveyron presents a conformation of the head totally 
different from that which we notice in the fairly large number of skeletons that 
are left to us from the populations who lived once upon a time on the same soil. 
Where do we search for the causes of such a complete change of type? Must 
the explanation of this change require that a transformation phenomenon 
occurred in the same race? But, if so, what are the unexpected revolutions in the 
local conditions of the habitat that are able to account for such a revolution in the 
make-up of the inhabitants? Alas, we do not perceive such revolutions anywhere. 
So, must our search for an explanation therefore, on the contrary, call for the entire 
substitution of one race for another? But such an event, which would have 
necessarily taken place in historic times and also after the Gallo-Roman period 
ended, does not find its place anywhere in the outline of our nation's history. This 
new race which would have devoured the old one, might it be then one of the 
German invaders of the 15 th Century and subsequent centuries? No, because it is 
well-known that these invaders were relatively few in number; moreover, and there 
is no doubt about this, their anthropological characteristics taken as a whole were 
entirely different from those of our present-day Aveyronians. 

There is still less room to investigate this matter if the Moors, Normans, and 
English had substituted the population that they found in possession of Aveyron 



for one of their own race, which would thereby leave only the birds to pitch 
similar questions. 

What is therefore the answer to this enigma? I have come to believe that the 
individuals whose remains we find in the old sepulchers belonged to a privileged 
social category (because tombs constructed at great expense were never made for 
the common people), and it is quite permissible to suppose that they constituted a 
caste having an ethnic origin other than that of the multitude. As for what accounts 
for the marked difference between the cranial type of present-day Aveyronians and 
that of the urban population of Rodez of the 13 th and 14 th Century, its explanation 
can be found in the following considerations: firstly, the foreign immigration, more 
or less of important with respect to the cities and hardly of any account to the 
countryside, ought to have extended the cranial type differentiation between the 
city dwellers and the peasants, these latter being extraordinarily brachycephalic, 
while among the former the cephalic index was low, naturally producing a 
difference between the two groups. Secondly, it seems likely that a substantially 
greater proportion of the descendants of the old ruling castes lived in the city than 
in the countryside. Finally, a third cause may be invoked, and this is probably the 
principal cause: the dolichocephalant influence of the urban milieu, described by 
me for fifteen years, and which the earlier comparative cephalometric studies that I 
had conducted, on the one hand, on Aveyronian conscripts and, on the other, on 
young people 18 years old or more attending various schools in Rodez, appear to 
place beyond doubt. 

The anthropology of Aveyron offers to the observer an interesting 
phenomenon which I have previously brought to your attention, and which I'm 
thankful for the occasion to speak to you about again. In Aveyron there exist a 
great number of families of old nobility stock; among all predominates a special 
physical type characterized by blond hair, blue eyes, a white, ruddy complexion, 
and a slender build associated with an above average height. Now, whereas every 
one of these aforementioned nobles are blonds, nearly without exception the 
Aveyronian population does not offer up two blonds out of every fifteen 
individuals. This opposition of types incontestably gives notice of a difference 
between the corresponding races. It seems to me that our blond country squires in 
Aveyron not only are the most direct descendants of the Frank and Visigoth rulers 
of our region, but also are the descendants of the Gaulish noblesse. 

This view furnishes, I believe, a satisfactory solution to a problem of 
anthropological history that has been the object of interminable discussions within 
this very room and elsewhere. 



The Gauls, as described by the historians, were tall, blond and lymphatic; on 
the other hand, it is indubitable that about nine-tenths of the modern-day 
inhabitants of Gaul are short and stocky, brunet and sanguine. Are these latter 
people then not the descendants of the Gauls? This is a paradox to resolve, as it has 
proven to be insolvable up to now. I shall content myself here to remind you of the 
very insightful opinion our eminent colleague, Doctor Broca, has expressed on this 
subject. He supposes that the tall, blond and white Gauls, whose likeness the 
Roman and Greek writers have portrayed to us (all in an identical manner), lived in 
eastern Gaul and were the Belgae, whereas western and central Gaul (Celtic Gaul) 
were peopled by a totally different race, this race being like the one which we 
observe today inhabiting the same region. Doctor Broca finds confirmation in his 
viewpoint from the very tall heights that, in an exception unique in France, are 
undeniably manifest among a certain number of conscripts from the departments of 
Ain and Doubs. 

I must take the liberty to observe firstly that the two departments in question 
form the region where the "Burgundy giants" lived who, according to the 
testimony of Apollinaris Sidonius, possessed a height of seven feet, and who one 
may regard as the ancestors of the extraordinarily tall individuals that one 
encounters nowadays in this part of France. 

Secondly, I ask that you give careful consideration to the fact that the classic 
portrait of the Gauls most likely has no reference to those inhabiting any part of 
ancient Gaul, and that, in reality, the Greek and Roman writers, whenever the 
opportunity presented itself, characterized as blonds tribes belonging to the Celtic 
race. For example, one of these writers talks about the flavi Carnuti; Claudian, 
who wrote in the fifth century, declares that the Gauls were blonds from the 
borders of the Rhine to the Garonne (truces flavo vertice Galli quos Rhodanus... 
Araris... Rhenus..., unda Garumnae, etc. Ruf., 11, 110 and so on; citation of 
Roget de Belloguet); additionally, the Ruthenians themselves are designated as 
blonds in this verse of the Pharsalia: 

Solvuntur flavi longa statione Rutheni. 

After deliberating over the causes responsible for the contrast of races 
observed in Aveyron, I have been led to explain in the following manner the 
apparently insoluble contradiction that exists between the description of the Gauls 
that all the ancients were in accord on and the precisely opposite traits which 
characterize the modern-day French. The individuals that the Greek and Roman 
authors had before their eyes when they produced their picturesque representation 
of these gigantic rutilant-haired warriors came from beyond the Alps; they were 
probably nobles and equites, who alone most likely composed the general staff of 



the armies as well as the high personnel of the embassies. It is quite logical to 
believe that the caste which ruled the Gallic nation before and after the Roman 
conquest was all that the foreign observer perceived of this nation; in the same way 
much later, after the invasion of the barbarians, the mass of the indigenous Gallo- 
Roman population effaced itself from his eyes behind a curtain of German 
dominators that, though very small in number, formed the official country and 
had united to substitute the national name of 12,000 foreign combatants for the 
one of 30 or 40 million indigenes. 

In short, I believe that a race of blond inhabitants and a race of brunet 
inhabitants coexisted within the confines of Gaul. However, instead of being 
geographically juxtaposed, as Doctor Broca maintains, with the blonds living in the 
east and the brunets occupying the center of the country, the two races were 
socially superposed over all points of the country; the blond race formed a very 
thin layer at the top of Gallic society, but this layer, like a cake's icing, concealed 
and covered up the thick stratum of the lower classes. 

I must add that my view does not essentially differ from the opinion 
expressed on this same subject, and defended with as much sagacity as erudition, 
by Monsieur Roget de Belloguet in his Ethnogenie gauloise, under the heading 
Types gaulois et celto-bretons. 

It is professed — upon what evidence I do not know — that the Celtic blonds 
and Frankish blonds were all dolichocephalics. Probably it was under the influence 
of this doctrine that Monsieur Girard de Rialle, in a report concerning a memoir 
presented by me to the Society several years ago, stated that the blond noblesse of 
Rouergue is also dolichocephalic. This is exactly the opposite of what I have gone 
to the trouble of proving, and I am compelled to declare again that within the 
Aveyronian population the blonds are just as much brachycephalic as the brunets. 

Finally, messieurs, I would like to bring to your attention a few other 
observations that I have made in studying the population of my department. 

The table of colors of the iris, which is appended to the Anthropological 
Instructions published by the Society, is most insufficient. It only shows uniform 
tints, but the iris is not always colored this way in nature. For example, I have 
found among the Aveyronians a great number of multicolored eyes, where the 
different colors are distributed in accordance with diverse modes of arrangement: 
in certain cases in concentric circles, in some others in a regular mosaic pattern; 
there are lastly certain irises that present a uniform background, most often blue, 
which, however, is irregularly stained with an entirely contrary hue. I have often 



been able to establish that these irises having many colors coincide with a 
crossbreeding some time in the past of the two types — blond and brunet; but, my 
observations in this regard are not sufficient enough for me to draw up a general 
rule. While I'm at it, I might as well mention one other fact that applies to some 
particular cases; this is that, based on my investigations that were much too limited 
in extent, adult individuals in Aveyron who possess blue eyes and dark hair had 
been blonds in their infancy. 

DUSCUSSION 

Monsieur PAUL de JOUVENCEL. It seems to me that the noble population 
of Aveyron is more likely connected with the Visigoth invasion. I have it on the 
authority of a Spaniard from northern Spain that very many nobles of this region 
are blonds, tall, strong and have white skin; their presence is attributed firstly to the 
Visigoth invasion and secondly to the Moorish conquest, which drove them back 
into the mountains. The coat of arms of these nobles bears witness, it is said, to 
their origin. 

I find, Doctor de Gros, in the description you gave of the nobles of your 
region the same qualities as the ones possessed by the nobles of northern Spain, 
and I ask if they ought not to be linked to the same origin. The Visigoths, it must 
be noted, had been very numerous in southern Gaul, establishing a kingdom there; 
after having conquered them, the Franks were content to greatly abate the power of 
the Visigoths without substituting themselves for them. With the Visigoth nobility 
of southern Gaul therefore not being obliged to cease forming a caste, it is natural 
that today it distinguishes itself from the rest of the autochthonous population, a 
population with which it has never intermixed. 

In Auvergne, on the other hand, we find a very ancient nobility presenting the 
same anthropological qualities as the population of the region; why? because 
without a doubt it is entirely Gallic, as are all the surrounding common people. 

Doctor DURAND de GROS. To answer your interesting question, Monsieur 
de Jouvencel, the physical qualities of the Visigoths happen to resemble those of 
the Franks. Additionally, we know that the Gallic chiefs had not been ousted by the 
invasion of foreigners, as they played the same role with the invaders as they had 
vis-a-vis the Romans. Displaying contempt for the common people, the Gallic 
chiefs had a secret understanding with the invaders, which gained for them the 
preservation of their wealth and well-being. Monsieur Fustel de Coulanges and 
others testify to this. I therefore believe that the Gallic nobility of Rouergue had 
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not been ousted and dispossessed by the Visigoths and Franks, but instead was 
merely restored to its former position, refreshed (if I may be permitted to express 
myself thusly) by the invaders' passage. 

Monsieur GABRIEL de MORTILLET. I fear that the basic assumption 
underlying this entire discussion is erroneous. You cannot, Doctor de Gros and 
Monsieur de Jouvencel, separate so to speak the nobility from the races that adjoin 
it; you keep supposing that the nobility is practically penned up when, in fact, it 
has never been such. Nobles very often contract distant marriages, and also they 
sometimes get married for the express purpose of becoming lords of many 
properties and to augment their riches. You know, besides, that in former times 
marriage with commoners did not tarnish the nobility; nobles would contract a 
certain number of these marriages in order to increase their fortune. Finally, 
today's discussion has not taken into account bastards, that is, those who are a 
mixture of noble and common blood. For all these reasons nobles do not constitute 
a type apart. 

Now, Monsieur de Jouvencel, you stated that nobles are quite often strong and 
tall, and you said much the same in your talk, Doctor de Gros. There is a good 
explanation as to why nobles frequently possess these qualities; it happens that if 
one of their infants is puny or dwarfed, he will generally be made to enter into the 
clergy. Therefore amongst the nobility only men capable of being fine soldiers are 
called upon to marry and reproduce. 

Monsieur PAUL de JOUVENCEL. The facts that I have cited relative to the 
nobles of northern Spain are very well established; if the ones that you cited, 
Doctor de Gros, are the same, then this produces two instances of facts that 
demonstrate that one can have within a country a special type of nobility. Many 
Spanish Houses possess titles which give proof of their antiquity; several of them, 
just like certain Italian families, go back as far as the Romans. Can one therefore 
be astonished to see families, whose origin in the distant past is authentically 
verified, maintain an ethnic type that traverses the ages? 



